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Background: Mr. Penner came to Canada fran Russia in 1924. In 1946, 
he moved fran Manitoba to St. Catharines; the climate was milder. 
Rev. Epp came to Canada a year later and to Ontario in 1942. He 
originally attended the Virgil MB Church. 

Early Years of Scott: There were 66 founding members when the 
church was organized in 1943. For 3 years they used a rented hall 
on Queen St. then for the next 3 years a larger hall on James St. 
Bought land on Carleton St. in 1948. Built first church themselves 
with same financial support from the Conference. Conference feared 
we would be unable j:.o pay them back. In 19.54 that church was sold 
to the Dutch Refonned. The present church was built by the 325-350 
members. A contractor member was hired. Same people were paid others 
were not. 

All founding members were Russian Mennonites. Half were attending 
Vineland MB, half Virgil MB. Founding members had a variety of occupations 
i.e. Mr. Penner was a carpenter. 

Language was a problem fran the start. Six families joined Calvary 
Baptist when the decision was made to use Gennan only. English has 
only been intrcxiuced recently. German will remain as a redult of 
the immigrants. 

Daughter ch-urches: too many members and a strong group wanted English. 
All built both Fairview and Grantham. In both cases the mother and 
daughter churches split the debt incurred. 

Self-care apartments: built with the government and the conference 
splitting the cost. 

Paraguayans: went to school and became more english than we are. 
Felt in the background. With the departure of Grantham the Paraguayans 
have assumed an increasing number of leadership positions. Difficulty 
in obtaining teachers f .or the Sunday School which is all english after 
Grantham departed. Before depu-ture of Grantham had an english and 
a Germa,n service. Language change most significant change. 

Leading minister system: still have a number of ministers though 
moving toward the leading minister system. 

Composition: never had many farmers. No non-ethn\c members because of the 
German barrier. Encourage rebaptisn of tMs although no longer required. 

tMs vs. l!IBs: unification might cost Truth. We have a stronger spiritual 
life. 

Separate groups like the Dutch Mennonites have less than we who mingle. 



• 

Clothing designed to show devoutness will not make one 11 selig11 • 

Excamnunication: When members do not attend services or take 
part in activities it is noted and camnunicated to the pastor. It 
is investigated. Drinking and smoking are forbidden. The minister 
would write the member a letter, members would talk to the member and 
try to win him back. Excommunication occurs relative~ often even 
though it hurts us to excommunicate members. 

Baptism, believer marriage and divorce. 

No longer separate from non~ennonites. If that enables us to win 
the nonJMennonite it will be good. But will it weaken us? Non
Mennonites who are believers are good people just like we are. 

I 

Church and Politics. Our church would not excommunicate people for 
political involvement but it is difficult to be a christian and 
a politician • 



Interview with Jacob Penner and Rev. George Epp of Scott Street Mennonite 

Brethren Church. Interview conducted by Trudy Funk on February 12, 1977. 

Background of Respondents 

Mr. Penner was born in Russia. He came to Canada in 1924 because he 
did not like the system there. He also came because of his religion. At 
first he went to Manitoba and then in 1946 he came to St . Catharines. There 
were more opportunities to make money in St. Catharines and the climate was 
milder. They had been advised to go to St. Catharines rather than Vancouver. 
He had relatives in the area. For the first few months he lived in Vineland 
and visited the MB Church there . Then he came to St. Catharines and the Scott 
Street Church. 

Rev. Epp came to Canada in 1925. He went to Winnipeg where he lived 
, for 14 years. In 1942 he came to Ontario because the climate was milder. 
When he first came to St. Catharines he attended the Virgil MB Church but 
he also attended the meetings held in people's homes in St. Catharines. In 
October 1943 the group in St. Catharines rented a hall and organized the 
congregation. 

The Early Years of the Scott Street Church 

The church was organized in 1943 and it had 66 founding members • . For 
the first 3 years we rented a hall on Queen Street . For the next three years 
we rented a larger hall on James Street. In 1948 we bought land on Carleton 
Street to build a church. This was the first Mennonite Brethren Church in 
St. Catharines. In a short time, our membership was over 300 members. Most 
of the membership came from the West or from Europe. The people in the west 
had MB churches and so they transferred to the Scott Street congregation when 
they moved east. 

When we built the first church we did our own work and financed it as 
well. We borrowed some money from the Conference. · At first, the Conference 
did not want to lend us money. The Conference feared that we would be unable 
to pay back the money . However, we built the church and the Conference provided 
the needed loan. 

The present church was built in 1954. We sold the Carleton Street Church 
to a Dutch Reform congregation. Most of the work on the present church was 
done by the members . We did have a contractor who was a member of the con
gregation. Some people wer~ paid, some did it without pay. The ones that 
worked on it full-time were paid. At the time, we had approximately 325-350 
members. Today we have three congregations with more than 1,000 members. Each 
church is independent. · 

The founding members of the Scott Street Church were all Russian Mennonites. 
They weren't any different from other Mennonites in the peninsula. When we 
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first began to organize the congregation half were attending the Virgil MB 
Church while the other half attended Vineland MB. Founding members were 
families. Ages varied from very young to older. From the beginning we had 
a choir and a Young People's Group. The founding members had a variety of 
occupations. Mr. Penner was a carpenter. Rev. Epp was a minister but also 
held another job. 

From the beginning we sought to create an evangelical church. In the 
beginning the outreach program was weaker perhaps because we were still used 
to the idea we had brought from Russian that Mennonites should remain a bit 
separate. We were a little isolated because we were used to keeping separate 
in the old country. 

There were no doctrinal differences between the MB churches in the 
peninsula but they did differ from the UM churches. Mr. Penner noted that 
the MB keeps closer to the Bible in everyday life and Rev. Epp pointed to 
different forms of baptism. The MBs were more anxious to stay close to 
God. The UM church accepted members who were living shallow lives. 

Language was a problem right from the start. There was a .small group 
wanting English in the early years. The church did not budge. German was 
to be the language. The small group spoke English at home and their Canadian 
born children only spoke English. This group of approximately six families 
separated right away and went to Calvary Church, an all English church. When 
Fairview was built only a few of these families went to Fairview. Scott 
Street was completely in German. This has changed in the last few years. It 
is now German and English but German will have to remain because of the many 
immigrants. 

Few of the founding members went to St. Catharines UM. Later through 
marriage or transfers there have been members from the UM church who have 
come to Scott Street. As a result of marriage, Rev. Epp's children went to 
St. ·catharines UM. Rev. Epp says that God would have to say how our member
ship differs from the membership of St. Catharines UM. The differences 
between UM and MB are not as great as they used to be because the UMs are 
now more religious. When the split occurred in Russia, the UM church began 
following the MBs lead. At the beginning, the MB Church was a little extreme 
but that changed when we recognized our error. 

Daughter churches were formed because their congregation had too many 
members. There was a strong group that wanted English so the split was made. 
Those that wanted English went to Fairview, the rest stayed. The same thing 
happened when Grantham was built. These splits were done beautifully and 
they were done peacefully. Mr. Penner noted that the splits divided families. 
He and his wife remained at Scott Street while the rest of their family went 
to the other church. But we saw that the children understood English better 
and so we understood their decision. 

The decision to split was made in a novel way. 
church and when it was ·finished we split the debt. 
Grantham. It was all done in peace. 

We all built the new 
The same was done with 

Mr. Penner feels that if it were not for the many immigrants, our 
church would be all English as well. We understand English but prefer 
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German. Its closer to us. We feel that the German language is disappearing 
but it is the times and circumstances. In another country the same thing 
would happen. In Paraguay it is not that bad because the Mennonites are 
by themselves. In Brazil it is different again. 

The Scott Street church built self care apartments through the Conference. 
Some people discussed the matter. It then became a Conference question. We 
are planning to add to the present buildings. We both like the idea. Rev. 
Epp backed the idea of an old folks home. The government provided half the 
money needed for construction, the other half was provided by the Conference. 
Rev. Epp has been living there for almost two years, since his wife's death. 
Mr. Penner still lives in his own home but is planning to move into the 
apartments when the new section is finished. 

The Paraguayan immigration did not change ·the church. The Paraguayans 
joined the church and went to school to learn and become more English than 
we are. Originally the Paraguayans also came from Russia. Their religious 
beliefs were the same as ours are here. Sometimes they probably felt in the 
background but that's the way we felt when we first came. There were no 
conflicts. When Fairview and Grantham went, Scott Street was almost completely 
made up of Paraguayans. It turned out very well. 

When Mr. Penner first came to Canada we were called Russian Mennonites. 
The Mennonites who were already here were called Old Canadians. Then when 
more Europeans came, they called Mr. Penner's bunch Old Canadians and the 
Europeans were called DPs' and the people from Paraguay are called Paraguayans. 
But all of these terms are slowly disappearing. The growth our church has 
experienced in the last 20 to 25 years consists mostly of Paraguayans although 
some people have come from Virgil when they left farming and moved to the city. 

When Fairview left they did not notice it that much. But when Grantham 
left it was a different story. At Scott Street the Paraguayans stayed and a 
lot of young members went to Grantham. This caused a problem with Sunday 
School teachers because 2/3 of the teachers went to Grantham but 2/3 of the 
children stayed at Scott. So there were not enough teachers. In addition, 
the Sunday School is all in English. The Paraguayans now had to take up those 
positions even though they did not know English that well. Over the years 
that has changed. 

We would expect that the Church will remain both German and English 
in the future because immigration has not yet stopped. Mr. Penner noted that 
another split may become necessary because once again they have 450 members. 
Growth is not as fast as it used to be. There are 20 to 30 new families a 
year. Since the Vineland MB Church has very few Paraguayans they are not 
growing much and their church is almost completely English. 

Mr. Epp stated that English at Scott was pushed by the younger people 
who said they needed it in English but that wasn't always the case. Sermons 
are given in English on the excuse that you must offer them something. Before 
the formation of Grantham we had started to have 2 services, one in each 
language. There was a German service then Sunday school and then an English 
service. 

· Language change has been the most significant change over the years. 
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Another big change is the leading minister system. In our church we still 
have a number of ministers which is good. But other congregations have only 
one which is a disadvantage because each man is one-sided on religious grounds 
as well as political grounds. Rev. Epp says that at the Conference level the ' 
saying goes that we have lost something we must retrieve by moving to one 
minister and three year terms. Congregations will suffer in the future if 
this change remains. Rev. Epp was minister for seven years. The man ·after 
him stayed for 20 years. Now we have a minister who stayed for 3 1/2 years. 
We are currently seeking a leading minister. When Rev. Epp was minister he 
was partly paid but he held an outside job. 

Scott doesn't have non-ethnic members. German is a bit of a barrier. 
Other people probably would not reel at home. Our congregation never had 
too many farmers. There has always been a variety of occupations. Over the 
years there has been no change in the sense of community. Our congregation 
has accepted some members that had the sprinkle form of baptism. We have 
baptized on faith. If one wants to become a member, he is encouraged to be 
rebaptized in the tank. We consider this form to be the correct one, in 
keeping with the Bible and you are not allowed to speak against it. This 
is still the big difference between UM and MB. Our congregation emphasizes 
conversion. The UM does too but in the past it did not. UM only had to 
learn the catechism and then they were baptized. The MB has baptism sessions. 
We are not against catechism (it is according to the Bible) but we do not 
accept it when it is memorized and does not mean anything to the individual. 

Both feel that over the years the churches have become closer. Rev. Epp 
feels they have become closer because of the Truth. Earlier this was not the 
case. Rev. Epp maintains that the MB church has become poorer spiritually 
and the UM richer. There is some desire that they unite and this may occur 
in the next 25 years. But not today, not yet. Rev. Epp doesn't desire 
unification and Mr. Penner feels it is not necessary since we both have large 
conferences. According to Rev. Epp unification might cost Truth. This is 
the only reason I oppose it. The youth do not really think about this point 
too much. We have some young people that have come over to our church. They 
find more spiritual life in Scott Street than in the other church. 

We have no contact with the Dutch Mennonites other than through MCC. 
The Mennonites from Waterloo are only different because of their outward 
appearance - designed to show devoutness. We do not believe in this. If 
inside things are not right, the outside will not make you "selig". They 
have grown up in that environment. In Russia, we were closed up also. With 
the years this will change because their youth will see that religion has 
nothing to do with whether you drive a buggy or a car. As far as spiritual 
life is concerned, these separate groups have less than we who mingle. The 
Hutterites remain on their farms farming their own communities because they 
believe that this is biblical. They value the sense of community within 
the group. They run their farms well but this is only the earthly side of 
it; their spiritual life is poorer. 

Mr. Penner says that those groups are more traditional. The Mennonites 
that went to Mexico went to keep to themselves escaping from earthly evils, 
yet their moral life is much lower over there. The Mexican Mennonites fear 
other Mennonites when they visit them. 
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Our church doesn't excommunicate people because of the way they dress 
or live but when they live completely in sin, earthly living. When asked how 
they could judge one person given the size of the -congregation Mr. Penner 
replied: One notices when a member does not attend services or does not 
take part in the various activities. Members who are aware of something 
communicate it to the pastor and then it is investigated. Drinking and 
smoking are forbidden by their church and if someone is doing it, it does 
not stay in the bag. Excommunication occurs reasonably often. Last year 
we excommunicated one man because he did not attend services and when the 
minister wrote him a letter, he would write a drastic one back. ·He also 
did not pay his dues and refused to talk. This man would only be taken 
back into the Church if he repented to God and the Church. The Bible 
teaches that a person should be excommunicated. Mr. Penner noted that they 
do not excommunicate people right away; we always try to talk to the person 
and win him back. The Bible says to remove those who are bad and do bad. 
It does hurt us to do this though. We do not judge and throw out the person 
as people, but as the Bible teaches. 

Toward the end of the Bible it says that the love in people will grow 
cold, ungodly times will overpower the people. We are close to the end. 
The world has never been so ungodly. Jesus worried about this. The Church 
teaches the word of God but one person accepts it while the other stays 
sold against it. It is up to the individual. Thirty years ago a minister 
told Rev. Epp that the days will come in which we will teach the Gospel and 
let everyone do what he wants because people don't want to be told how to 
behave. Jesus saw this coming. This will also weaken the sense of community 
within the congregation. Love grows colder. We try to live as close to the 
Bible as we can. 

In the old days people were baptized in a river, now we use tanks. 
Both are water but you have to be submerged. The Bible has not changed but 
the people have. Only two believers can marry. A believer cannot marry a 
non-believer. This does not mean that it does not happen. Our congregation 
has been debating the divorce issue. But to date we cannot allow divorce 
because of the Bible. The Bible says no, but some people understand it 
differently. When couples were separated through World War II and remarried 
leaving their living partners in Russia, our Church has in recent years 
accepted them. Earlier this was not acceptable. The whole world is 
confused about this issue. One cannot throw a stone against these people, 
but we still have not found enough ·evidence in the Bible to allow it. This 
is why we have not taken a stand on this big problem. The war caused a 
lot of problems, but when you married in Russia you gave your word "until 
death do us part". A lot of people have waited a long time for their partners 
in Russia or waited for notification they had died before remarrying. Our 
church still has not married anyone who has been divorced. One couple went 
to the Baptist Church who married them. 

Mennonites are no longer staying separate or distant from non-Mennonites. 
It is good if they can win the non-Mennonite, but if it will weaken us then 
it is not good. Today we believe more so than before that we owe the 
community something. In Russia we were separate and were forbidden to 
influence a Russian to attend our church. Grantham and Fairview have a 
number of non-Mennonite members in their congregation. Scott would accept 
non-Mennonite members on confession of faith. When a Mennonite marries a 
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non-Mennonite you have two traditions which will influence their life in 
the future. Non-Mennonites that are believers are good people just like 
we are. 

In the past we stayed away from politics but today we are getting more 
involved. The purpose of the Church is to build the kingdom in eternity 
but we are still happy if we have a leader that is a believer. In the Old 
Testament we had very religious people as heads of government. But we 
regret seeing our members involved in politics because it is not our way. 
The church is not too clear on whether it is good to get involved in 
politics or not. In some cases, it can be very helpful when christian 
leaders lead the country. But with politics there is a lot of wrong doing. 
It is not easy for a politician to remain a christian. But God's ways are 
wonderful. Our church would not excommunicate a person for being in politics. 
In Russia they used to consider "politics" at the highest level, but when 
it came to the administration of the towns, that was not considered politics. 
In our towns in Russia, Mennonites were administrators at all levels. The man 
has to be very strong to remain clean and christian in politics. 
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